INTRODUCTION
I magine the reduction of the teaching force in the United States by 80% within a span of 4 decades. How would the nation react to ensure the best education for our children? Undoubtedly, national commissions would be formed, initiatives undertaken, and a transitional plan implemented to address the pending crisis. Leaders would emerge with whom, by their very names, we would associate the reform vision (Mann, Dewey, Shanker, to name a few examples from history). Catholic education in the United States has experienced such dramatic change. One of the very foundations that contributed to the identity and staffing of these schools, the system of formation and professional development of vowed religious (nuns and brothers) and clergy (priests) as teachers, is virtually absent from contemporary schools. Although the shift from religious and clergy to a lay teaching force has unfolded since the 1960s, there has been no national plan for this transition, no systematic program to form lay teachers for work in Catholic schools, and an increasing reliance on public education as a model for the professional preparation of teachers for these schools. This article investigates the potential of alternative teacher education based in the Catholic school tradition to serve as a foundation for the formation and professional preparedness of teachers. It begins with a review of changes in staffing and teacher preparation for Catholic schools amid renewed support for the role teachers play in the formation of Catholic identity. Next, a study is presented that replicates prior research on teacher preparedness to investigate the professional development of teacher candidates enrolled in a program based in Catholic education. The ensuing discussion focuses on the Catholic school context as a viable alternative for the preparation of teachers for both parochial and public schools.
A CRITICAL PERIOD IN CATHOLIC EDUCATION
Until the 1960s, the teaching force serving Catholic K-12 schools traditionally had been comprised of vowed religious and clergy (brothers, nuns, priests) who were associated with the identity of these schools. Their various traditions and orders date back to the early settlement of the Americas and form a fundamental component of a history that has served Catholic and non-Catholic, poor and wealthy, ethnically and culturally diverse students (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993; Cook, 2002; Youniss & Convey, 2000) . In 1950, religious staffed 90.1% of Catholic K-12 schools. In its historical peak in 1960, when enrollments numbered 5,253,791 in 12,893 schools, staffing of religious and clergy had decreased to 73.8% (McDonald, 2004, p. 3) . Over consecutive decades, this percentage markedly decreased without a planned or sustainable system for preparing lay educators for Catholic education. Due to multiple religious, political, and societal changes in American Church traditions and schools (Dolan, 1985; Youniss & Convey, 2000) , their presence in the classrooms of Catholic schools has nearly vanished. By 2000, 93% of teachers were lay. This percentage crept to 94.9% in 2003 among the nearly 8,000 schools now serving over 2,400,000 students (McDonald, 2004, p. 3) . There currently exists no comprehensive means for the preparation of teachers dedicated to Catholic education similar in mission and scope to the religious tradition.
Despite an on-going demographic shift to laity, the Catholic Church has continued to stress the importance of schools to Catholic identity and the teachers that serve them: "Of the educational programs available to the Catholic community, Catholic schools afford the fullest and best opportunity to realize the…purpose of Christian education among children and young people[: message, community, service, worship]" (National Conference of Catholic Bishops [NCCB], 1972, p. 28) . A series of documents and publications released by the Vatican and the NCCB throughout the last decade (Cook, 2002; Watzke, 2002) underscore the importance of the vocation of Catholic school teacher as an apostolic and public ministry. (NCCB, 1995) , and The Catholic School on the Threshold of the Third Millennium (Congregation for Catholic Education, 1998). The publications not only recognize the contribution of the institution of the school to Catholic identity, they also stress the central role of teachers to meet the moral and spiritual needs of students.
These include In Support of Catholic Elementary and Secondary Schools (NCCB, 1990), Principles for Educational Reform in the United States
One answer to the question of teacher preparation for Catholic schools may lie in the approximately 170 teacher education programs in institutions of Catholic higher education. What has been the commitment of these programs to the preparation of teachers? Surveys of mission and curriculum have found an intense focus on public education, to the exclusion of educational foundations, field-teaching experiences, and courses reflecting the history and traditions of Catholic education (National Catholic Educational Association, 1977; Watzke, 2002) . Two thirds of these programs' faculty have no prior experience in Catholic schools (as students, teachers, or administrators) and over 40% report no required curricular component serving Catholic schools (Watzke, 2002) . One third of these programs make explicit a secular mission in the preparation of K-12 teachers and another two thirds do not provide related field-teaching experiences (Watzke, 2002) . Not surprisingly, a low percentage of teacher education graduates teach in Catholic schools, when compared to the proportion of employment opportunities in parochial schools (Watzke, 2002) . With few direct pathways leading to a teaching career in Catholic schools, dioceses have carried the burden, implementing programs of orientation and professional development for newly hired teachers who come from a range of backgrounds. As high as one third of elementary and secondary teachers in Catholic schools are not state certified nor hold a degree in their main field of teaching. Nearly half of all religion teachers are uncertified in any subject (Cook, 2002) . Despite stabilization and a moderate increase in student enrollments through the 1990s (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] , 2000), a sustained and purposeful model for the preparation of teachers for Catholic schools remains elusive.
We see preparing teachers who can be effective in any setting as our mission, with a particular emphasis on urban schools….We…support the idea of preparing teachers who can work with all children, within any specific type of school or school system. (Watzke, 2002, p. 145) This quote comes from an education department chair at a Catholic college. It summarizes the predominant "one-size-fits-all" mission of programs across the country, in which public education provides an efficient focus to prepare teachers for a variety of contexts: public, Catholic, private. Besides limited faculty experience and curricular components focused on Catholic schools, economic pressures and philosophical differences affect the mission of these teacher education programs. Many view a secular mission as best serving its education student clientele, who are oriented toward competitive and higher paying public school jobs. Others believe that providing curricular components, particularly field-teaching experiences, oriented toward Catholic schools is debilitating to their students' development as teachers -in essence, "sheltering" students from the realities of teaching (Watzke, 2002, p. 147) . Despite research (Hunt, Joseph, & Nuzzi, 2002) and an ecclesiastical call supporting linkage between mission, curriculum, and subsequent teaching careers in Catholic education, higher education is not united in this goal. With the transition to laity nearly complete, a critical period characterizes the state of teacher education for Catholic K-12 schools. Will higher education play a deliberate and purposeful role in the emergence of a new pathway to a career in Catholic education?
CAN ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION SERVE THE CATHOLIC MISSION?
A deliberate decision has been made by many Catholic colleges and universities to prepare teachers through a program of secular foundations and curricular experiences. Catholic identity and educational traditions are subjugated to a philosophy that seeks to serve society through public educa-tion. One education department chair put it this way: "We do not offer special programs or courses for teaching in Catholic schools. We do not distinguish between preparing students for Catholic schools and public schools [italics added]" (Watzke, 2002, p. 146) . Such a mission is meant to prepare teachers for all school contexts, without a focused awareness of the needs and challenges in parochial education. Particularly absent from such a programmatic mission are the history and foundations of Catholic education, which continue to impact American society today: a place of refuge; a place of community and service through a qualitatively different education; an alternative for the underserved and, often, forgotten by society; a history of reciprocal innovation and learning, not in competition, but in cooperation with public education (Bryk et al., 1993; McGreevy, 2003; Walch, 1996) . The variety of schools, colleges, and universities founded and sustained through this history is striking: from schools that continue to serve minority and entirely non-Catholic students to those which are being transformed and enriched by a growing Latino population; from the growth in suburban schools as a traditionally Catholic working class prospered and advanced in educational achievement to a recommitment and reopening of urban schools in cities such as Memphis to serve emergent needs of these communities; from access to higher education for generations historically denied such opportunities because of religion or race to nationally recognized colleges and universities which continue a tradition of social justice among diverse student populations. Despite the recent merges and closings of parish schools as demographic shifts present challenges and opportunities to diocesan schools nationally, the United States Catholic schools remain the largest private school system in the world.
In 1994, the University of Notre Dame founded the Alliance for Catholic Education (ACE) and a teacher education program with an intentional mission in service to Catholic education. The ACE Master's of Education (M.Ed.) program at Notre Dame prepares teacher candidates in a 2-year and 2-summer program of graduate study and full-time teaching in service to Catholic schools based on three programmatic pillars: professional teaching, community, spirituality. Several programmatic aspects with regard to the mission of this program are important. First, the M.Ed. program is oriented toward the needs and challenges facing Catholic K-12 schools. Although graduate students complete an accredited academic program leading to state certification, the program is based in Catholic identity and educational mission. Second, graduate students, known as ACE teachers, serve as full-time teachers of record in diocesan schools as part of an alliance between the university and dioceses. ACE teachers fill immediate and on-going needs in faculty and staffing of schools while graduates transition into careers in education. Currently, ACE graduates are certified to teach in 41 states. Finally, the alliance makes possible a multi-layered and long-term program of support for teacher professional development focused on the interests of the schools, ACE teachers, and their students (see Figure 1 ). This alliance also makes possible a unique contribution to the field of alternative teacher education. The program is grounded in best practices: long-term professional development; field-based learning; focus on content-specific pedagogy; use of student assessment for improved teacher practice (Hiebert, Gallimore, & Stigler, 2002; Wideen, MayerSmith, & Moon, 1998) . The graduate program has grown exponentially in the past decade to enroll 170 graduate students annually serving 26 dioceses and 100 schools. Growth continues as the programmatic model is being replicated at 12 colleges and universities in partnership with Notre Dame. As an alternative teacher education program with a distinct mission in service to Catholic education, the ACE M.Ed. represents the inverse of the predominant model in place in Catholic higher education. The uniqueness of this program is challenged on two fronts. First, as an alternative teacher education program, one in which teachers are placed in classrooms before completing certification, it is open to criticism of the quality of teaching that takes place in the classroom and the preparedness of teachers who graduate (Chin, Young, & Floyd, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2000 . Second, as a program with a primary focus on Catholic education, it is challenged by a widely-held view in Catholic higher education that only a secularly-based program prepares teachers for work in diverse school contexts and enhances graduates' professional development and employability (Watzke, 2002) . Can an alternative teacher education program based in service to Catholic education prepare teachers to be effective in both parochial and secular settings? The study presented in this article sought to answer this question through the lens of the professional preparedness of its graduates across the multiple contexts in which they teach.
ALTERNATIVELY-PREPARED TEACHERS IN CATHOLIC AND PUBLIC SCHOOLS BACKGROUND
Teacher professional preparedness has been the focus of a series of studies comparing self-reported teacher perceptions across various school contexts and teacher education programmatic models (Darling-Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002; Imbimbo & Silvernail, 1999; NCES, 2001; Silvernail, 1998 -Hammond, 1992; Imbimbo & Silvernail, 1999) . Respondents rated preparedness on a Likert-scale ranging from 1, not at all prepared, to 5, very well prepared . Silvernail (1998) conducted item analysis to establish item reliability and factor analysis to identify five summative domains measured by the survey items: preparedness to promote student learning; preparedness to teach critical thinking and social development; preparedness to use technology; preparedness to understand learners; preparedness for on-going development of instructional leadership. These domains and associated survey items can be found in Appendix B. Five items did not load into these factors. Four are listed under "additional areas" and one under "overall preparedness.
" An additional open-ended question, designed to elicit commentary from teachers and principals about the professional preparedness of graduates, was included in the present study's survey instrument.
SUBJECTS
The subjects represent several groupings of ACE teachers and school principals based on different definitions of "beginning teacher." Studies utilized for comparative analysis define beginning teachers as those with 3 or fewer years of full-time teaching experience NCES, 2001) . There is substantial evidence in the literature on beginning teaching that identifies the first 3 years as a challenging period that is characterized by attrition from the profession (Feiman-Nemser, 2001 ). Since the ACE M.Ed. program incorporates full-time teaching into its programmatic model, two definitions were developed to investigate preparedness within a cross-sectional study design. The first definition is termed "in-program" beginning ACE teachers. These teachers are engaged in their first and second year of full-time teaching in Catholic schools and graduate studies at the University of Notre Dame. Two program cohorts, ACE 10 (first-year teachers) and ACE 9 (second-year teachers) were identified as subjects of study. The second definition is termed "post-program" beginning teachers. These are graduates of the ACE M.Ed. program who have been teaching full-time in Catholic or public schools for 3 or fewer years. Three cohorts, ACE 6, 7, and 8, meet this criterion. In order to fully investigate research questions one, two, and four, the study also included as subject all remaining graduated ACE teachers from cohorts 1 through 5, engaged in full-time teaching in Catholic and public schools for a complete accounting of all program graduates since its inception in 1994. Beginning with the ACE 5 cohort, the University of Notre Dame initiated programmatic transition toward a permanent administrative and faculty unit, housed on campus in the Institute for Educational Initiatives, which would oversee a graduate degree change from Master of Arts in Teaching (M.A.T) to the M.Ed. This transition included revision of the academic program and an intensification of the 2-year collaboration between faculty, ACE teacher, and diocesan schools. Inclusion of all cohorts in the study represents a complete accounting of graduates and the purposeful grouping of graduates by programmatic organizational period.
Demographic information for each cohort is summarized in Appendix A. The ACE 10 cohort (n = 88) consists of in-program teachers who had completed the first academic summer session, which included a practicum field experience, and 4 months of first-year teaching. The ACE 9 cohort (n = 75) consists of in-program teachers who had completed two academic summer sessions, 1 year of full-time teaching and graduate studies, and an additional 4 months of second-year full-time teaching. Post-program cohorts 1-8 (n = 137) represent graduates who are currently teaching in Catholic and public schools. Finally, the principals of these graduates are represented in Appendix B (n = 112). The principals were surveyed as part of the triangulation strategy to verify trends in the strengths and weaknesses in preparation.
As subjects of study, the in-program and post-program ACE teachers represent a self-selected population characterized by the ideals of social justice, spirituality growth as experienced through teaching, high academic achievement, and prior volunteerism related to education. Prospective teachers come from over 120 colleges and universities and enter into a selection process that is characterized by a competitive 5:1 applicant to acceptance ratio. This competition is heightened by the prospect of a fullyfunded graduate degree upon acceptance. Applicants to the ACE program must complete written essays, which address the pillars of teaching, community, and spirituality. Each applicant is personally interviewed by a selection committee that further explores experiences related to these pillars. The transcript of each prospective teacher is carefully reviewed to ensure state licensure requirements for content course completion are satisfied. Teachers selected for the program must pass Praxis teacher exams in their content area of certification during the first summer session. Selected ACE teachers have an average cumulative undergraduate GPA of 3.45 across majors in liberal studies and the social and hard sciences and average 2.5 years of volunteer experience in schools during their undergraduate studies. A deliberate attempt is made to balance the gender of each cohort as a means to encourage men to enter teaching and to establish coeducational home communities. A 50% male/female split for each cohort is achieved annually. The ACE program is one of the most ethnically diverse education programs nationally, with over 16% of its graduates self-identified as minority (National Education Association, 2003) .
SCHOOL CONTEXT
Catholic K-12 education serves a bimodal distribution of students consisting of a low-income, primarily minority, population in urban schools on the one hand and a wealthy, primarily White, student population enrolled in suburban schools on the other (Hallinan, 2002) . The schools in which inprogram and post-program ACE teachers are employed differ in terms of minority percentage, socio-economic status of students, and urbanicity, but generally serve the first category of schools. In-program teachers work in schools with a significantly large minority student population (50.4% of the students on average). The students of these schools receive federally subsidized lunch at a rate of 20.6%. The majority of these schools (70.3%) are in an urban setting. Graduates of the ACE M.Ed. gravitate toward schools within similar contexts. Over 40% of schools served by graduated ACE teachers enroll a predominantly minority student population and 20% of schools' students are from low-income families. Nearly two thirds of these schools are located in an urban setting.
SURVEY ADMINISTRATION AND RESPONSE RATES
The survey was administered to the in-program groups, cohorts 9 and 10, in December of 2003 during an all-program retreat. This application captured ACE teachers' perceptions of professional preparedness at the midpoint of the academic year when their focus was on full-time teaching. The second two groups, ACE M.Ed. graduates and their principals, were surveyed in two waves. First, a January 2004 mass e-mail survey was sent to 208 graduates identified on the ACE alumni database to be actively teaching in Catholic and public schools. The response rates for the four groupings are summarized in Appendix A. As the frequency and response rates for each cohort are compared in this appendix, it should be noted that cohort size has increased each consecutive year of the ACE M.Ed. program. Later cohorts are expected to be more heavily represented in terms of overall numbers. A 100% response rate was achieved with ACE cohorts 9 and 10 due to the advantage of collective survey administration at the annual retreat.
The overall response rate for the graduated cohorts 1-8 was 70.6%. Initially, 208 surveys were distributed. Fourteen were returned as discontinued e-mail addresses. Of the 194 functioning addresses that remained, 137 graduates responded. Appendix A details frequency and response rates by cohort, gender, grade level, and Catholic or public school setting. Since earlier cohorts consisted of fewer teachers, aggregate data are more easily compared by the following collapsed categories: all graduated cohorts (1-8); graduates with 4 or more years of teaching experience (1-5); graduates with 1 to 3 years of teaching experience (6-8). Comparing these categories, overall response rates are near the 70% level. In terms of gender, men are more highly represented in the returned surveys of those graduates teaching for the longest period of time (cohorts 1-5) while balanced for cohorts 6-8. The greatest number of ACE graduates teach in the 9-12 high school grade range (n = 94), followed by elementary school (n = 54) and middle school (n = 46). Response rates by level for all graduates favored the high school grade range where 76.6% of graduates surveyed responded compared to 66.7% and 63% from the elementary and middle school grade ranges respectfully. This response trend held for the two aggregate groupings of cohorts. In terms of response rates for graduates in Catholic (n = 106) and public schools (n = 31), a higher proportion of public school teachers responded across all aggregate groupings. ACE graduates continue to teach in Catholic schools at over three times the rate of those transitioning into public schools. This trend held across all aggregate groups. Although counts of graduates self-reported as minorities were low across individual cohorts (n = 21), this 15.3% minority response is consistent with the minority percentage of ACE M.Ed. graduates over the history of the ACE program.
Responding principals numbered 112 out of the 137 surveyed, for an 81.8% response rate. Comparing the principal response rates across categories, comparable rates are evidenced with the exception of two trends: lower response rates were noted from the principals of graduates who had 4 or more years of teaching experience and who were teaching at the elementary school level (66.7%) and in Catholic schools (66.7%). These response rates are much higher than the 33% rate reported in the original series of beginning teacher surveys upon which the instrumentation was replicated .
Data analysis.
Several steps in data analysis addressed the research questions. First, to compare perceptions of professional preparedness across the in-program and post-program ACE teacher cohorts, descriptive comparison and two-tailed t-tests of independent means were conducted. Since cell counts were low for earlier cohorts, analysis of all individual cohorts was limited to descriptive comparison of item means in order to provide an accounting of reported levels of preparedness with years of teaching experience. It was expected that the ACE teachers would report higher levels as they progressed through the graduate program and years of full-time teaching experience.
However, organizational change in the academic program characterized the delineation of graduates with 3 or fewer years (cohorts 6-8) and those with 4 or more years (cohorts 1-5) of post-graduate teaching experience. Differences between the means of these two graduated aggregate groupings were expected to be nuanced. In order to gauge whether mean differences supported the expectation that additional years of teaching experience were associated with significant gains in preparedness, t-tests were conducted.
Next, to compare the professional preparedness of ACE teachers to those of beginning teachers from traditional and alternative programs, data from replicated and similar studies were gathered, arranged in tabular format, and utilized to inform a descriptive comparison of level of professional preparedness on a national level. As cited earlier, two studies were identified, which explored the issue of preparedness through survey instrumentation and identical or similar items and scales. Darling-Hammond, Chung, and Frelow (2002) studied beginning teachers in New York City (NYC). This research focused on the urban school context. The subjects were teachers with 3 or fewer years of experience who were "traditionally prepared" (n = 1,307), graduates of state accredited teacher education programs and state certified upon entering full-time teaching, and "alternatively prepared" (n = 48), individuals who entered full-time teaching on an emergency credential (Teach for America) or while enrolled in a master's program (Peace Corps and Teacher Opportunity Corps; Darling-Hammond et al., 2002, p. 289) . The survey used in the NYC study served as a model for the instrument utilized in the present study of ACE teachers and graduates.
The second data source comes from a study of teacher preparation and professional development conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (2001) . A nationally representative sample (n = 732) of beginning teachers with 3 or fewer years of experiences was surveyed on preparedness and participation in professional development activities (NCES, 2001) . Unlike the NYC survey, this study utilized a reduced Likert scale and number of survey items. The rating scales for the present study and the NCES study each ranged from not at all prepared to very well prepared.
However, the NCES scale consisted of four points, rather than five. Additionally, the NCES study included only nine survey items on preparedness. Responses were reported as percentages by response category according to a four-point rating scale.
Both the NYC and NCES instruments drew from areas of professional preparedness identified by INTASC for item development. This provided a common reference for comparison. Whereas the present survey of ACE teachers replicated the exact instrument from the NYC study, items on the NCES study included similar, but alternative wording. For example, the NCES survey included an item asking teachers with 3 or fewer years of experience to rate their preparedness "to address the needs of students from diverse cultural backgrounds." The survey of ACE teachers and graduates asked teachers to rate their preparedness "to understand how students' family and cultural backgrounds may influence learning." Neither the NYC nor the NCES surveys reported results that could be compared using more advanced statistical methods beyond descriptive reporting. Both surveys sampled different populations and school contexts. However, each provides comparative trend results and nationally reported findings to inform the discussion on teacher preparedness and alternative teacher preparation.
Additional analysis compared the self-reported and principal-reported rates of graduates' professional preparedness by school context. Two-tailed independent means t-tests, with school context (Catholic or public) serving as the independent variable and teacher or principal item mean as the dependent variable, were conducted. The two post-program populations were ACE teacher cohorts 1-8 (Catholic n = 106 and public n = 31) and responding principals (Catholic n = 84 and public n = 28). Research on teacher education practices in Catholic higher education has presented conflicting views on the efficacy of the Catholic school context for teacher professional preparedness. The null hypothesis for each of these tests was that there would be no significant difference between level of professional preparedness of ACE M.Ed. graduates by school context as reported by the teachers and their principals.
The final analysis step focused on the textual data elicited by the openended written response prompt. This item invited teachers and principals to include commentary on professional preparedness. Twenty-five of the returned teacher surveys and 15 returned principal surveys included written responses. Textual data were read by the author and a research assistant, categorized into emergent themes, and reviewed for representative passages to be used in the interpretation of the survey results. This enhanced the triangulation of data (ACE teacher in-program and graduated cohorts, and principal graduated cohorts) by providing a narrative viewpoint in the development of a composite description of professional preparedness.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

PROFESSIONAL PREPAREDNESS OF IN-PROGRAM AND POST-PROGRAM TEACHERS
The results of the first data analysis step are summarized in Appendix B. Descriptive statistics for each of the in-program and post-program cohort groupings are displayed by increasing years of teaching experience. Not surprisingly, teacher professional preparedness increases with experience, with the ACE teachers engaged in their first year of teaching and graduate studies associated with the lowest means. Across the four groupings, several trends become apparent. First, even during their first year, ACE teachers (cohort 10) report being adequately prepared for the overall demands of teaching as indicated by the mean on Item 40 (M = 3.2727, SD = .6734). This overall measure is supported by similar ratings on the remaining 39 items. Second, from cohort 10 to 9, representing in-program teachers separated by a year of teaching and graduate studies, there is a marked increase in the means of items under the domain "understanding learners." Items 11 and 13, which target student developmental influences and special learning needs, indicate a particularly large growth in preparedness. First-year cohort 10 reported preparedness between the poorly and adequately prepared levels on these two items while the second-year cohort 9 reported levels between the adequately and well prepared levels. Finally, the teachers reported being under-prepared across all cohorts to teach students who have limited proficiency in English effectively (Item 14) .
Comparing the two post-program groupings, higher levels of preparedness were reported by the more recently graduated cohorts (6-8). Statistical analysis identified six items in which levels were significantly higher for this group. Two items related to the domain "promoting student learning," three to "understanding learners," and one related to new English language learners. These graduates report being very well-prepared to plan instruction (p = .035, M = 4.2963, SD =.7322) and to choose teaching strategies (p = .024, M = 4.0617, SD =.5989) to meet student needs. They also reported similar levels of preparedness to draw from their understanding of students' environment outside the school (p = .011, M = 4.3457, SD =.6921), to work with parents and families (p = .011, M = 4.0000, SD =.8660) and to identify and address special learning needs or difficulties (p = .001, M = 3.5556, SD = .8515) in order to affect student learning. This more recently graduated grouping also reported being better prepared to teach in ways that support new English learners (p = .001), although the mean level fell between the poorly and adequately prepared range (M = 2.7284, SD = 1.1293).
COMPARISON TO TEACHERS FROM TRADITIONAL AND ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION PROGRAMS
Appendix B and Table 1 present comparative data from the identified national studies on beginning teacher preparedness. This comparative analysis is not intended to suggest the effectiveness of one teacher education program over another. Rather, it provides a national frame of reference for the discussion of trends in professional preparedness utilizing common survey instrumentation across different teaching and school contexts. In the case of the NYC survey, the context is urban and public. In their study of over 1,000 beginning teachers, Darling-Hammond and her colleagues found significant differences between the preparedness of teachers who were certified (program prepared) and those teachers working on emergency certification and/or engaged in teacher education studies (alternative route). Program-prepared teachers were better prepared on all items with 18 of the 40 item differences statistically significant. These means are presented in the last two columns of Appendix B. Comparing the means of the two NYC teaching groups to in-program ACE teachers and post-program beginning teachers, several basic trends are observed. First-year ACE teachers (cohort 10) report comparable levels of preparedness to the NYC program-prepared teachers. Second-year ACE teachers (cohort 9) report higher levels across all items except the single item referring to "new English learners." The graduated ACE M.Ed. cohorts engaged in their first 3 years of beginning teaching (cohorts 6-8) report markedly higher levels of preparedness than the NYC program-prepared teachers. These trends are heightened when comparisons are made with the alternative route NYC teachers. Across all beginning teacher groupings, the most marked differences in preparedness are observed in the five items related to the use of technology in teaching, in which in-program and post-program ACE teachers report rates nearly a full point higher on the Likert scale. Preparedness to teach in ways that support new learners of English represents the single item across all program means in which the NYC teachers report higher levels, reported between the poorly prepared and adequately prepared levels in that study.
Unlike the urban context of the NYC study, the NCES study provided the opportunity to compare data trends to a nationally representative sample of beginning teachers. Results are summarized in Table 1 . Comparing items across the two definitions of beginning teachers used to group in-program and post-program teachers becomes important. Although in-program ACE teachers engaged in their first or second year of teaching and graduate studies report being "adequately" or better prepared on the nine items, proportionally fewer report the highest levels of preparedness when com- pared to the NCES sample. On the other hand, graduates of the ACE M.Ed., who are engaged in the first 3 years of teaching in Catholic and public schools, report levels comparable to those of the beginning teachers of the NCES study. ACE M.Ed. graduates reported higher levels of preparedness in the areas of "assessment" (very well prepared = 30.9%) and "cultural diversity" (very well prepared = 33.3%). They reported lower levels in the areas of "student disabilities" and "English language learners," although the NCES responses were restricted to only those beginning teachers who reported teaching students on Individual Education Plans or with limited English proficiency (NCES, 2001, p. 35) . The results confirm a trend of increasing preparedness through the in-program years of the ACE M.Ed. program, while graduates report high levels of preparedness during their initial years of teaching independent from the support structures of the program, equal or stronger than national comparisons.
CATHOLIC AND PUBLIC SCHOOL CONTEXTS
Recall that a common theme in defense of the predominant secular mission in the preparation of teachers by Catholic higher education is the induction to diverse professional and cultural experiences public schools afford teacher candidates. Since the mission of the ACE M.Ed. program is based in service to Catholic education, this presented an opportunity to test the validity of such a claim. If post-program graduates teach in both Catholic and public school contexts, is there a significant difference between their professional preparedness as self-reported and reported by their principals?
The results of these analyses are presented in Appendix C. The results identified limited differences between teachers' and principals' reporting on preparedness by school context. On the survey item addressing "overall preparedness" (Item 40), for example, teachers and principals across all contexts rated post-program teachers at the very well prepared level. In the case of teachers' responses, those in public schools reported two areas of professional preparedness at rates higher than those in Catholic schools: "helping students to learn to think critically and solve problems" and the ability to "evaluate and reflect on…practice to improve instruction." Although teachers in both school contexts reported being well prepared for these teaching practices, the means of teachers in public schools were significantly higher, contradicting the notion that these teachers would be under-prepared for the public school context.
Analysis of principal responses identified 10 statistically different means. Catholic school principals rated higher four items within the domain of "promoting student learning" related to curriculum selection, development, and assessment. Catholic school principals rated teachers at the well prepared level on these four items while public school principals rated their teachers at the adequately prepared level. A fifth item, development of "students' questioning and discussion skills," was also rated higher by the Catholic school principals (M = 3.7500, SD = .9432).
Public school principals rated higher teachers' ability to "evaluate and reflect on…practice to improve instruction" than their Catholic school counterparts. Consistent with the ACE teachers' self-ratings, teachers in public schools were rated between the well prepared to very well prepared levels to engage in reflective practices by their principals. Additionally, three items related to "using technology" were rated statistically higher by public school principals. These items related to the use of technology for student independent and group learning and for general communication needs. Item means ranged from adequately to well prepared.
CONCLUSION
The central question addressed in this study was whether a mission, counterintuitive in Catholic higher education, which places the Catholic school context as its core and that is alternative in design, can effectively prepare teachers for the profession. It explored teachers' and principals' perceptions of the preparedness of subjects as in-program and graduated teachers in Catholic and public schools. The study utilized comparable instrumentation and design from national studies as a common yardstick for this investigation. The results demonstrate that in-program ACE teachers perceive their preparedness across multiple professional dimensions at rates comparable to national samples of beginning teachers. Similarly, graduates of the ACE M.Ed. and their school principals rate their professional preparation at comparable or higher levels than the national samples. Finally, no significant difference was found on the global "overall preparedness" item as reported by graduated teachers and their principals in Catholic and public schools.
This study was designed to address the issue of teacher education for Catholic K-12 schools. The results and ensuing discussion highlight tangible themes related to teacher education program design and its impact on professional preparedness. The comparison of results to national studies utilizing common survey instrumentation was not intended to suggest the effectiveness of one teacher education program over another. Rather, it provided a generalized comparison of trends across differing teaching and school contexts. The results challenge the predominant approach in Catholic higher education that focuses on secular schools as a means to prepare teachers.
Future research might continue this line of inquiry to include more indepth qualitative study of graduates in parochial and public schools. Since a secular mission is, for many reasons, ingrained in current Catholic higher education engaged in the preparation of teachers, more must be understood about how these graduates transition into teaching careers in multiple contexts in order to strengthen the case for such alternative programs. Similarly, replication of the ACE model is currently underway in 11 institutions. Investigation into adaptations to the ACE model to fit existing teacher education programs or tracks is needed to better understand how teacher formation impacts on professional preparedness in ways that are unique to traditional teacher education.
Teacher education has traversed a historic path from religious to secular mission in Catholic higher education. The contemporary teaching force serving Catholic K-12 schools represents an amalgam of professional pathways to the school context, typically void of deliberate foundations, field experiences, and mission in service of Catholic education. Although the transition from a religious to lay teaching force was dramatic, it unfolded over a 40-year period and was recognized early as an inevitable trend. Alternative teacher education offers a unique opportunity to rethink the process of preparing teachers for Catholic schools. Drawing from the traditions of religious, particularly the formation of teaching communities with a common spiritual expression in faith, hope, and love in service to the world, a rethinking of teacher education may continue the history and traditions of Catholic education. Is such an alternative programmatic model challenging in its creation? Radical in educational mission? Controversial in the profession? The answer is "Yes." Just as the early development of the Catholic school system in the United States was met with criticism on social, political, and professional fronts, such may be the voice of detractors to an alternative model of teacher preparation with implications that are national in scope. It has been a decade since the founding of the ACE M.Ed. As similar programs are established and strengthened at other Catholic institutions of higher education, they will continue to impact the lives and careers of teachers and the students they serve, as this history continues. .7912 Note. Items were rated according to the following Likert scale: 1 = not at all prepared; 2 = poorly prepared; 3 = adequately prepared; 4 = well prepared; 5 = very well prepared. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
